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“What they can’t see is you’re on your knees . . .”

A Note from the Author

When I was a little girl, I used to write my mother long, drawn-out letters whenever I got in trouble. I would eloquently explain why I did whatever I did, and then I’d slip the letter under her bedroom door. I know those letters used to get on her nerves. I had a flair for the dramatic (I guess that’s where my daughters get their theatrics from). But my mom would smile (okay, she didn’t always smile) and gently tuck the letter away, knowing “that’s just how I was.” I’d also write poems and make-believe stories and force my little sister to sit and listen . . . again, and again, and again. She’d smile and give me her undivided attention, even though she would much rather have been somewhere watching Tom & Jerry (okay, so I had to threaten her sometimes). But the fact remained that even at a young age, I had my family’s support.

Then I got married. You hear all the time about spouses who don’t support their significant other’s dreams. That is so not my story. I would sit and talk with my new husband about wanting to write a book (but I couldn’t because I was too cheap to buy a computer—hey, it was 1995). So my husband snuck some money out of our paltry account and bought a computer so I could write (I think he was just tired of my writing him letters, too). And to this day, his support—of my writing, of my travels, of my literary career—remains strong.

The stories like that are endless. It’s why, no matter how hard I try, I can’t complete a book without acknowledging those who made it happen.

As usual, my first ounce of gratitude is for my God, who continues to bless me abundantly. So much so that sometimes I have to just stop and marvel in all that He’s done. The quote at the top is from two of my favorite gospel singers, Mary, Mary. Throughout my literary journey I’ve had some who judged my relationship with Christ by the stories that I write. To them, I say, “You don’t know how much I praise, don’t know how much I gave . . .” Not only that, but if I inspire even one reader, if I help even one person on her spiritual journey, then I think my God is pleased.

Now, coming down off my soapbox . . . In addition to my husband (Miron), mother (Nancy), and sister (Tanisha), I have to say thank you to my three beautiful children, who really aren’t all that impressed with my books but put up with my writing and greet me like I’ve returned from war after every single book tour.

I must give lots of love to my girls—who keep me grounded, who support me and have my back no matter what—DR. CLEMELIA RICHARDSON (there, I put your Dr. in, put you first, and even put it in bold and all caps, are you happy now?); Jaimi Canady (thanks for being the one to tell me my blacks don’t match, and texting me things like “never, ever wear that outfit again.” Oh, this is the eighth adult novel, can you hurry up and finish the second one so you can catch up?); Raquelle Lewis (I should put Dr. in front of your name for all the therapy sessions since middle school); and Kim Wright (we sure miss you back here in the States. Thank you so, so much for everything). Kim, I would’ve put you first but Clemelia would’ve had a stroke.

To my soul sister, Pat Tucker Wilson. You have truly seen the good, the bad, and the ugly of both the literary and television news world, and you’ve kept your head up and helped me keep mine held high. Thank you for always being there, no matter what.

To the other side of my support system, Fay Square and LaWonda Young, thank you for loving my kids like they were your own and helping me be able to do what I do. To my nephew’s biological father, thanks for the inspiration on how to be a deadbeat dad. My family is keeping you in our prayers.

Of course, many, many thanks to my agent from the very beginning, Sara Camilli; my phenomenal workaholic editor, Brigitte Smith; my publicist, Melissa Gramstad; the best publisher in the world (and I’m not just saying that because she’s published all my books), Louise Burke; and everyone else at Simon & Schuster/Gallery Books, thank you for everything! To the most talented editor this side of the Mississippi (make that the world), John Paine, thank you for sculpting my story into a work of art.

To my colleagues in this literary struggle, thanks for being a friend: Victoria Christopher Murray, Nina Foxx, Al Frazier, Kimberla Lawson Roby, Alisha Yvonne, Carmen Green, Zane, Tiffany Warren, Dee Stewart, Pat G’orge Walker, Victor McGlothin, J. D. Mason, and Rhonda McKnight. To Tasha Martin, I’m so glad to have you on my team.

My journey to bring Let the Church Say Amen to the screen has been a long (and often frustrating) one. Thank you so much to Regina King and Reina King for never giving up. To Maurice Stone, Charles Debow, Robert Hines, and Robbi Jones, thank you so much for helping to make this dream a reality.

To Bobby Smith, Jr., thank you for believing in my projects so much. I’m looking forward to great things.

I’m always skeptical about this next part, as I know there are so many book clubs that support my work. But again, it’s just too hard not to take a moment and say thanks. This time around, thanks go to Sistahs in Conversation and Sistahs in Harmony for a first-class affair (Donna Moses—you are the bomb!), Sistahfriends (you ladies are awesome, just remind me not to touch that PD drink again), and a special shout-out to Arnesha “SoFly” Foucha. Thanks also to these other book clubs: Cover 2 Cover, Savvy, African American Literature Lovers, Nubian Pageturners, Girls with Grace, Ladies of Literature, Cush City, Black Pearls Keepin It Real, SWAP, Distinct Ladies, Mahogany, Reading Today’s Books, Sharp, Novelties, Sisterly Bond, B-Sure, Women of Substance, My Sisters & Me, Pages Between Sistahs, Shared Thoughts, Brag about Books, Sister 2 Sister Brother 2 Brother, Renaissance, Women of Character, Phenomenal Women, 7 Virtues, KC Girlfriends, Sisters at the Roundtable, Nappy Love, Avid Mocha Readers, and Sophisticated Souls. (I’d love to list you all but please know that if you’re not here, it doesn’t diminish my gratitude.)

Thank you to all the wonderful libraries that have supported my books, introduced me to readers, and fought to get my books on the shelves. Thank you also to Tee C. Royal, Yasmin Coleman, Tammy Smithers, Cale Carter, Joe McGinty, Hiawatha Henry, Tanisha Webb, Todd Smith, Yvonne Johnson, Candace K, Pam Walker, Curtis Bunn, Sigrid Williams, and Gwen Richardson.

To all my wonderful Facebook friends, especially the ones who comment regularly, even telling me to “get off and go write!” Jackie, Sheryl, Candace, Alisha, Kendria, Cassandra, Denise, Dasaya, Maleika, Christie, Jerrode, Sylvia, Demetria, Apryl, Alana, Lana, Tonia, Sheretta, Jetola, Cindy, Ralonda, Maxsane, Maurice, Cecelia, Deborah, Constance, Martha, and Sherryle. (My name is ReShonda and I’m addicted to Facebook.)

And finally, thanks to you, my beloved reader. If it’s your first time picking up one of my books, I truly hope you enjoy it. If you’re coming back, words cannot even begin to express how eternally grateful I am for your support. Thank you. A thousand thank-yous. This is the twentieth book, and because of you, I’m hoping for twenty more!

Now that I’m through rambling, let’s get to the good stuff . . . turn the page and enjoy, Holy Rollers!

Oh, by the way—join me on Facebook at www.facebook.com/reshondatatebillingsleyreaders.

Much Love,
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That fool needs to die. I’m talking an acid-in-the-face, burning-in-the-bed, slow and painful death.”

Audra Bowen’s eyes grew wide as she stared at her friend. Juanita Reynolds, or Nita as she was called by those who knew her best, was never one to mince words, and the way she was glaring at Coco, their other friend, in disgust proved she was maintaining her sterling record.

“You need to put some arsenic in his coffee, lace his beer with cyanide, something,” Nita continued.

While Audra would never be that graphic, she definitely felt where Nita was coming from. She also knew that she better jump in this conversation, because sensitivity was not Nita’s strong suit.

“Coco, no one thinks you need to try and duplicate a Lifetime movie,” Audra said, cutting her eyes at Nita. “We are just really concerned about you, that’s all.”

They were sitting in a booth for lunch at Grooves Restaurant, one of the swankier spots in Houston. Audra should’ve known something was up. When the hostess had tried to seat them near the door, where they usually liked to sit so they could see and be seen, Coco had all but had a fit and asked to be moved to the back, in a secluded part of the restaurant. As soon as she removed her sunglasses, they saw why.

“A man has one time to put his hand on me,” Nita said. “One time.” She held up one finger. “Then it’s gonna be a lot of hymn singin’ and flower bringin’.”

“Calm down,” Coco began, slipping the dark sunglasses back on. “It’s a lot worse than it looks.”

“If it got any worse, you’d be dead,” Nita snapped.

The sight of Coco’s puffy black eye made Audra want to cry. It was especially noticeable because of Coco’s light skin. Of the three of them, she was the prettiest. She could pass for Mariah Carey’s sister, except there was nothing glamorous about Coco. She wore her golden brown hair straight and parted down the middle. With her petite frame and passive demeanor, she looked like a librarian. Still, she’d never had any trouble attracting men, which was why they couldn’t understand why she stayed with that psychopath Sonny. But it was useless to complain. They’d been down this road so many times, and no matter how many times Sonny hit her, Coco refused to leave. She was repeating a vicious cycle. Her mother was in an abusive relationship, which she, too, refused to leave.

Nita asked the question she always asked. “Coco, you are a smart woman with your own money and your own job as a teacher. I don’t understand. How long are you going to let him do this to you?”

“I told you, I’m working on an exit plan if Sonny doesn’t get it together,” Coco said, giving the answer she always gave. “Sonny has been stressed ever since the Texans cut him. He’s been worried about getting picked up by another team. I just don’t want to leave him when he’s down.”

“Go somewhere with that bull,” Nita snapped. “Players get cut every day. So you’re supposed to let him beat you because he’s feeling sorry for himself ? I don’t think so, and I can’t figure why you keep making excuses for him.” Nita leaned back in her seat, frustrated.

Audra totally agreed. She had no idea why Coco stayed with her boyfriend of two years. Granted, Sonny had been a gem in the beginning, but over the last year, he’d turned into somebody they didn’t recognize, especially in the six months that he’d been cut from the team. Coco was always talking about the good times they used to have, but Audra was like Nita. After the first time, all the good memories would have been gone—along with her. But no matter what Sonny did, Coco stayed. And now that she was three months’ pregnant with his child, they knew the chances of her ever leaving were slim to none.

“The bastard hit you while you’re pregnant!” Nita said, as if it had just dawned on her. “You’re still in your first trimester and he wants to put his hands on you!”

“Can you guys let me handle this?” Coco pleaded. “This is the first time he’s gone off in months. He’s not going to do anything to hurt me or the baby, okay?”

Nita dramatically rolled her eyes as Audra struggled to find the right words to get through to her friend.

“Just stop judging me, okay? You never know what you’ll do unless you’re in that situation,” Coco said.

“I know I wouldn’t let some six-foot-six man who’s built like an army tank put his hands on me, I know that much,” Nita said, jabbing her finger to emphasize her point.

“Just drop it, please?” Coco said. “Besides, if I had known you guys were going to trip like this, birthday or no birthday, I would’ve bowed out.”

Audra shot Nita a chastising look to get her to back off. Otherwise, Coco would be out the door in a minute.

“Can we change the subject, please?” Coco leaned back as the waitress set their drinks in front of them. “Audra, how was your date last night?” she asked after the waitress walked off.

“Let’s just say his eyebrows were arched better than mine,” Audra said, letting Coco change the subject. Nothing they said would make a difference anyway. “And the fact that he knew my Louis Vuitton was a knockoff spoke volumes.” She sighed heavily. “I’m never gonna find my son a father. I hate men.” Audra spat out the words with conviction, like they resonated from deep within her soul.

“No, you hate your choice in men,” Nita remarked drily as she picked up her Crown and Coke and slurped it down like it was just Coke.

“You need to stop being picky,” Coco added.

Audra rolled her eyes. “And settle for somebody who beats me up on the first and the fifteenth?” As soon as she said it, Audra wished she could take the words back. The smile faded from Coco’s face.

“Coco, I . . . I’m sorry.” She motioned toward the empty glass set in front of her. “It’s the liquor.”

Coco bit down on her lip. “Don’t worry about it,” she said, shifting uncomfortably.

“No, I shouldn’t have said that.” Audra covered Coco’s hand with her own. “I know you love Sonny. We just hate what he’s doing to you. Why don’t you let me come over and talk to Sonny?” Audra figured since the conversation had drifted back to Coco’s boyfriend, she might as well finish it.

“Why don’t you let me come over and make Sonny some hot grits?” Nita scowled.

“For the umpteenth time, can you guys just let me handle this, please? I’m getting a plan together, and I’ll be all right.”

“You’ve been singing that song for six months now,” Nita said. “And don’t hand me that ‘I’m staying for the baby’ crap. If anything, now you should really want to leave so you don’t have to raise your child in an abusive household. Break the cycle, girl.”

“Drop it, Nita, okay? Just mind your own business.” The force in Coco’s voice caused her friend’s eyes to widen in surprise.

“Fine, just don’t invite me to your funeral.”

“Hel-lo,” Audra said, waving her hand. “Can we please not fight? We’re supposed to be having my birthday-slash-pity party.”

“I think it’s a pity the way she keeps letting Sonny beat her ass.”

“Nita!” Audra admonished.

Nita rolled her eyes but shrugged and crossed her arms to let her friends know she was done talking about it.

“Anyway,” Audra said, giving up on further discussion about Sonny, “that date with the metrosexual was a bust, and Jared has been blowing up my phone, trying to tell me that wasn’t him I heard,” Audra said, referring to her ex-boyfriend and their latest drama. She’d really been hoping things would work out with Jared. Not only was he handsome and sexy but he would make a great father.

“Did you not tell him that his number popped up on the caller ID and it’s not like you don’t know his voice?” Nita asked.

Audra nodded miserably. Three weeks ago, she was at home putting her six-year-old son, Andrew, to bed when her cell phone rang. She had spent all evening trying to cheer Andrew up. Jared was supposed to take him to a Houston Astros game, but he’d canceled, saying he had to work late. When Audra saw Jared’s number, she readied herself for his apologies. But he didn’t say anything, and she figured he had called her by mistake, which he’d done numerous times before. She was just about to hang up when she heard Jared say, “Come on, baby. Shake it for Daddy.” That had caused her to go sit on her sofa and listen for one hour and fifteen minutes. What she heard had her in tears on the floor all night long. Never in a million years did she think she’d hear her man having sex with another woman. Pure, unadulterated, buck-wild sex. Even though she knew she should hang up, no matter how much it tore her up, she listened to everything. Finally, she had hung up and tried to call him right back. But, naturally, he didn’t answer.

“I can’t believe he was gon’ pull that R. Kelly ‘it wasn’t me’ crap,” Nita said, snapping Audra out of her thoughts.

“Yeah,” Coco added. “Even when you recounted word for word what he said.”

Audra sighed heavily as she bemoaned her luck with men. “That’s Jared ‘if the evidence doesn’t fit, you must acquit’ Stevens.”

“Well, the evidence fit, so I’m glad you quit his trifling behind,” Nita said. “He should’ve been gone. He’s a professional boxer who hasn’t had a match in three years, living up with you and your son, using your electricity, talking about how he’s gonna be the next Mike Tyson.”

“He was just so good with Andrew.” Audra struggled not to cry. She’d shed enough tears behind Jared, whom she’d put out the very next day after overhearing the phone call.

“It’s not good for Andrew to see his mother so unhappy,” Coco said.

“That’s why you guys need to come with me to the Rockets party tonight,” Nita said.

Audra made a disgusted noise. “I’m tired of the pro scene. It’s not working. We’re too old to compete with those Pop-Tarts,” she moaned. They’d gone to a party for Vince Young last week, and she’d felt more like a chaperone.

“Yeah, I’m tired of parties, too. The last one we went to, you were the only one who walked away with a phone number,” Coco added. “And he wasn’t even a baller. Just a friend of a friend of a baller. I wouldn’t have talked to anyone anyway, but it would’ve been nice if someone had at least tried.”

Audra nodded her head. The pro scene was getting really old. Since college, all three of them had messed with football players, basketball players, all kinds of professional athletes or their friends, and they had gotten nowhere.

“You didn’t have any luck because you guys weren’t working it,” Nita said, snapping her fingers.

“We. Can’t. Compete,” Audra slowly said. Nita enjoyed the pro scene, not just because she attracted the most men but because she logged all of their escapades in her journal, which she wrote in daily. She never let them read it—it had been that way since she’d started writing in the eighth grade. She claimed she might release a book one day, something like Confessions of a Video Vixen. So she had reason to stay on that scene, but Audra was tired. “Besides, most of these players are married or in a serious relationship and only looking for a chick on the side,” Audra continued. “I’m looking for a husband.”

“And a daddy,” Nita playfully teased.

“And a daddy,” Audra replied. “I’m not ashamed to admit it. It’s hard for a single mother. But the pro scene isn’t cutting it. The old heads are settled and the young heads want young girls. We’re all over thirty, or about to hit thirty,” she said, pointing to Nita, who was still twenty-nine. “That game is up.”

“So we get a new game,” Nita casually responded.

“I don’t want a game. I want a good, clean, decent man.” Audra sighed.

“Maybe even a nice Christian man,” Coco threw in.

“See, now you goin’ too far.” Nita tsked as she downed the rest of her drink.

“Really, I’m not,” Coco lamented. “Maybe if I find me a Christian man, I won’t have all of this drama.”

“She’s right,” Audra added, even though she knew if Jesus himself sent Coco a man, she’d be too blinded by Sonny to give him a chance.

“Well, you guys are by yourselves on that one. Because ain’t nothing a Christian man can do for me but introduce me to a bad boy. I need excitement in my life,” Nita said.

“Well, I need something different, and I promise you, I’m going to find a way to get it.” She didn’t know how, but Audra knew, from now on, her search for a man was going in a totally different direction.

“So what, you want to try hockey players?” Nita asked.

Audra turned up her lips. “Don’t be silly.”

“I’m just saying, you have all these grand ideas.” Nita shrugged.

“I don’t have an idea yet,” Audra replied. “But give me a few weeks, I’ll come up with something.”

Nita and Coco eyed their friend. She had that determined look on her face. Her mind was churning, and they knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t stop until she came up with a plan to snag them all some decent men.
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Church. I need to go to church,” Audra mumbled to herself as she stood at the counter watching the thirteen-inch television in the kitchen of her small two-bedroom apartment.

“Mommy, what are you talking about? We don’t go to church.”

Audra snapped out of her daze and glanced down at her son. He was adorable, with curly hair, deep dimples, and butterscotch skin. He looked just like his daddy, and it took everything in Audra’s power not to take her anger and frustration at Chris Gipson out on their child.

“Huh, baby? What did you say?” Audra definitely didn’t want to start thinking about her triflin’ baby daddy, who refused to be in her son’s life because he’d “told her from jump he didn’t want any more kids.”

“I said, why are you talkin’ about you need to go to church?” Andrew repeated. “We don’t go to church.” The wide-eyed, innocent way he said it brought a quick pang to her heart. Audra’s mother would turn over in her grave if she ever heard her grandson saying that. Audra had been raised in the church, but when she went off to college, she’d lost her way and never found it again. With all the troubles she had—with men, struggling as a single mother, and trying to pay her bills—she didn’t have much faith.

“Ummm, Mama was just looking at the morning news,” Audra replied.

“I know, you looking at that Grinning man,” Andrew said.

Audra patted his seat at the kitchen table, motioning for him to sit down. “It’s Grinan, Jose Grinan, and you know I watch the news every morning. You watch TV in the afternoon. It’s Mommy’s turn.”

He stuck out his bottom lip as he climbed in the chair. “But I wanna watch Power Rangers.”

She playfully swatted his head. “Eat your cereal before it gets soggy.” She loved her little boy with every ounce of her being. Her friends didn’t know it, but her mission to find a man had intensified after Andrew came home last month in tears because he was no good at soccer and “wanted a daddy to help teach him how to play.” That wasn’t the first time he’d made reference to his daddy lately. He was getting to the age when he was old enough to wonder about his father. Audra had refrained from telling him what a jerk his father was, but Andrew couldn’t comprehend his dad not being in his life.

“I don’t want Frosted Flakes,” he whined.

“Boy, eat that cereal,” Audra said as she grabbed the remote for the television and turned up the volume.

“. . . so, is there really a shortage of young ministers?” Jose was asking.

“Absolutely,” the handsome man sitting across from him replied. “Unfortunately, we don’t have as many young men going into the ministry these days. And while we have plenty of young associate ministers, we want to groom them to become head ministers.”

“And you’re hoping this conference will change that?” the female anchor chimed in.

“Yes, Melinda,” the man replied. “We have over five hundred men under the age of forty registered for the conference. They’re coming from all over the country, and many from right here in Houston. They are either in the ministry or interested in the ministry. We’ll be discussing a number of issues, as well as ways we can best serve the community. The public is invited to our open forum on Thursday night, as well as all worship services.” He flashed a smile, displaying a set of perfect teeth. To Audra, everything about him seemed perfect. His smooth brown skin, chiseled jaw, and immaculate appearance all gave the aura of a powerful man.

“Minister Marshall Wiley, thank you so much for being with us this morning,” Jose said, turning to the camera. “To recap, the National Association of Baptists will be holding their Tomorrow’s Leaders Conference this weekend at the Hilton Americas hotel in downtown Houston.”

Wanting to shout with joy, Audra grabbed a pen off the counter and wrote down the conference information that appeared on the screen. This was the answer she’d been searching for.

“So, you finally turning your life over to the Lord?”

“Nana Bea!” Andrew bolted from his chair and threw his arms around his babysitter’s leg.

Bea Ruffin was Audra’s angel. She lived across the hall, and since she was retired, she’d become a lifesaver, stepping in when Audra had to take Andrew out of day care because she could no longer afford to pay for it. Miss Bea, as everyone affectionately called her, offered to babysit while Audra worked her job as receptionist at a local hair salon. Over the years, Miss Bea had become a member of the family, which explained why she had let herself in without knocking.

“Hey, sugar dumpling,” Miss Bea said, ruffling Andrew’s curly hair. “How are you this glorious morning?”

“Bad.” He stuck out his bottom lip. “Mommy won’t let me watch Power Rangers. She’s watching that Grinning man.”

Bea chuckled as she shook her head at Audra. “I saw your nose all up in the TV. I was watching that minister earlier. You finally getting back in the church?”

“I was just watching him talk about that church conference,” Audra said, not giving away the reason why. “I was thinking about going.”

Miss Bea threw up her hands. “Hallelujah! I knowed there was a God,” she said, imitating Sofia from The Color Purple.

“Oh, you got jokes this early in the morning.”

Miss Bea winked as she nudged Andrew back to his chair. She had been after Audra for years to develop a better relationship with God, and although she had stopped openly pressuring her, Miss Bea always let her know that she was staying “prayed up” on Audra.

“I’m talking about going to a church conference, not church,” Audra protested.

“Chile, wherever you praise the Lord is fine with me, long as you praising him,” Bea said as she walked over and stood next to Audra. Her wavy salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back into a bun, and she wore her usual white cotton dress with her white nurse shoes, even though she’d hung up her nursing duties ten years ago.

“Well, I’m going to this conference for a different reason.” Audra lowered her voice and glanced back at her son, who was drinking the milk from his bowl. “It’s a young ministers’ conference. Ought to be some good men there.”

Bea shook her head in disgust. “Lord Jesus. The girl goin’ on the ho stroll at a religious event.”

Audra wasn’t fazed by Miss Bea’s disapproval. “You’re the one always telling me that I’m looking for love in all the wrong places.”

“Yeah, but I also said you need to stop looking for love, period, and let love find you.”

They’d had this discussion numerous times, and Audra knew that they would never see eye to eye. She silently cursed herself for even bringing the issue up.

Miss Bea wagged a bony finger in Audra’s face. “You and your girlfriends always on the hunt for some men. It’s shameful.”

If Miss Bea weren’t like family, and such a big help to her, Audra would have told her where to go. But she bit her tongue instead.

“You’re a good mother, Audra,” Miss Bea said, her tone softer. “You’ve just had some bad luck with men. So stop trying so hard. Focus your attention on Andrew.”

“I am, but there are some things I can’t do, like teach him how to be a man,” Audra whispered. “So I don’t think there’s anything wrong with me trying to find him a daddy.”

“Men don’t want to be chased. They want to do the chasing.”

Audra walked over and flipped the TV to the cartoon channel. She wasn’t about to have this conversation again. “Okay, Miss Bea. I gotta go. Are you still taking Andrew to the park?”

Miss Bea looked like she wasn’t quite done with their talk, but then she let it go. “I sure am. He’s out of school for a teacher in-service. Those teachers have more out-of-service in-service days,” she grumbled. “Seems like to me there ought to be more servicing these kids. I think that’s just another fancy way to take a day off.”

“I agree.” Audra grabbed her keys and headed toward the door. She knew anything short of agreeing with Miss Bea would prolong the conversation, and she only had an hour to get to work. Audra glanced at her watch as she got into the car, deciding that she was just going to have to be late today because she had a very important stop to make first.

As she drove, Audra found herself singing along with the Mary J. Blige tune blaring from Majic 102. She hadn’t been this excited in a long time. She’d called in to work, left a message on her bosses’ phone, and detoured over to Nita’s house.

She walked up to the doorstep of Nita’s exclusive Galleria area condo, compliments of one of her NBA exes. “Nita, it’s Audra. Open the door!” she yelled as she banged on the door. Audra knew her friend was inside asleep because Nita was not a morning person.

She grinned widely as she heard the locks on the front door turn.

“Have you lost your mind?” Nita said, rubbing her eyes. Her satin scarf was wrapped tightly around her head, and she wore a sexy satin burgundy pajama set. “It’s seven in the morning.”

Audra pushed past her as she made her way inside the spacious three-bedroom condo.

“And the day is passing you by. Where’s Coco?” Their friend had moved in with Nita the day after Audra’s birthday dinner at Grooves. Sonny had flown into a fit of rage over her staying out late. Coco had left and went to Nita’s that night, but the next day she started having cramps. Nita had rushed her to the hospital, but it was too late. She lost her baby. The doctors said it was probably stress, and Coco agreed, saying Sonny hadn’t hit her—that time. Audra didn’t know if she believed that, but losing the baby finally made Coco leave, and that was good enough for Audra. They all had expected Sonny to come terrorizing Coco until she took him back, but so far he’d left her alone. Maybe that was because Coco had threatened to go public with the abuse if he ever contacted her again.

“Coco is asleep, like everybody else with any sense,” Nita groaned as she closed the door.

“Like everybody else with no job,” Audra replied. Nita used to work for Continental Airlines as a flight attendant, but she’d quit, saying the whole “work thing” wasn’t for her.

“I beg your pardon. I have a job,” Coco said, appearing in the doorway. “It may be teaching bratty third graders, but it’s a job. We have in-service today, and I don’t have to go in, so I was hoping to sleep late. What are you doing here so early?”

“Girl, somebody better have died for you to be coming over here this early,” Nita snapped.

Audra planted her hands on her hips and grinned widely at her friends. “Are you ready to meet your soul mates?”

“What?” both women asked simultaneously.

“You heard me. Are you ready to meet your husbands?”

“I’ve been ready. That’s why you woke me up?” Nita said, dragging herself into the kitchen, where she began making coffee.

Audra followed her. “Well, if you’re ready, I have just the spot for us to go.”

“You came over here at seven in the morning to tell us about some new club?” Nita asked, pressing the Start button on her Tassimo coffee machine.

“Not a club.” Audra paused as she waited for Coco to take a seat at the table. She looked back and forth between the two women. “Church.”

Nita seemed confused, but Coco blurted out, “Excuse me?”

“Not church exactly, but a church conference,” Audra said excitedly. “We can meet our husbands at a church conference.”

“You came over here at seven in the morning after a night of smoking crack?” Nita quipped.

“Okay, Miss Funny Lady,” Audra said. “I’m serious.”

“You’re crazy, that’s what you are.” Nita flicked her hand at Coco, then removed her cup of coffee.

Audra turned to Coco, knowing she’d be a lot easier to convince than Nita. “You said you wanted a good Christian man.”

“Well, yeah, but . . .”

“Well, I have the perfect place to meet them.”

“Yeah, you told us. Church,” Nita said.

“Not exactly church, but a church conference, where they’re grooming young, new pastors. It’s taking place this weekend in Houston. Over five hundred of them are registered. There is bound to be someone there for us.”

Nita shook her head like she was trying to make sense of what Audra was saying. “So let me get this straight. You want us to seduce some preachers?”

Coco was extremely doubtful as well. “I ain’t goin’ to hell playing around with no preachers.”

“We’re not playing,” Audra protested. “Think about it. Yeah, we used to be out there just looking for a good time, but these days all of us are looking to settle down. We want to find husbands, and there is nothing wrong with us looking for those husbands at this preachers’ conference.”

“Are you crazy?” Nita said. “I am not trying to be a preacher’s wife.”

“Why not?” Audra asked.

Nita held up a finger. “Ummm, number one, ’cause I think a preacher husband would want me to go to church, and unless they got an evening service, I’m not goin’ to be able to do that. Sundays are sacred sleep time for me. Number two, I can’t be a first lady with these,” she said, pointing to the paw print tattoos on her ample cleavage.

“Just cover them up. The tattoos and the breasts,” Audra said. Nita was more classy than ghetto, but the paw print tattoos didn’t exactly point that way. “You can do that, can’t you?”

Nita pushed up her breasts. “Girl, please, women pay top dollar to get boobs like this. I’m flaunting these babies.”

Before Audra could respond, Coco spoke up. “Audra, I’m not feeling this plan. I can’t see myself being all holy.”

“Just hear me out.” Audra was animated as she continued explaining the benefits of pursuing the preachers at the conference. On the drive over, she’d thought about Gloria Smithers, the first lady of New Glory Baptist Church. Gloria came into the beauty shop every single week and got top-of-the-line service. She didn’t work, drove a Range Rover, had a nanny for her kids, and was always dressed to the nines. She never had a care in the world. She just had to be the first lady. That was the life Audra and her girls were looking for.

Audra told her friends about Gloria, then reminded them about a 20/20 story about how churches were the new big business. “And if you saw the preacher that was on the news, you would definitely be on board. He was too cute,” Audra concluded.

“I don’t care if he was Denzel, Will, and Kobe all rolled up into one,” Nita said. “He’s. A. Preacher. And I’m already on the path to hell. I ain’t about to speed up my trip.”

Audra turned to Coco for support. “I know it’s only been a month since you and Sonny broke up, but you’ve been trying to leave him for a lot longer than that.” At the mention of Sonny’s name, Coco shifted uncomfortably. “You said it yourself, you want to find a good man. What better type of man to find than a man of God?”
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